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Introduction
Principal-agent models in political economy predict that politicians are more likely to act in the best interest of their constituents when the latter are better informed about the actions of the former (see, e.g., Barro 1973; Ferejohn 1986; Austen-Smith and Banks 1989; Strömberg 2004a; Besley 2006; Ashworth 2012) . In this paper, we adopt the lens of the canonical political agency framework to shed new light on the connection between electoral accountability and legislators' support for special interests. To test the idea that public scrutiny disciplines members of Congress, we turn to natural disasters, such as earthquakes, tornadoes, and hurricanes, as a source of exogenous variation in attention to politics. Consistent with the notion that adverse events distract the public, we demonstrate that when a disaster occurs, the evening news temporarily scales back coverage of politics. We then show that, when congressmen vote on bills immediately after such an event, they become significantly more likely to support the positions of their special-interest donors.
The effects we document are identified from the precise timing of disasters, and they are present even for legislators whose constituents were not directly affected. We find little evidence of either crowd-out of politics reporting or moral hazard in roll-call votes in the days immediately before a disaster strikes. In addition, we find no evidence to suggest that bills which are voted on in the aftermath of the event are systematically different from those that are considered before. They are neither associated with more interest group money, nor with a greater number of interest groups taking a public stand. Instead, natural disasters cause legislators whose donors support the bill to vote in favor of passage, whereas lawmakers who are backed by special interests that oppose the measure become more likely to vote against it. In sum, our results suggest that a lack of attention and scrutiny induces moral hazard in congressional roll-call votes, which benefits special interests.
Related Literature
Our findings contribute to a large body of work on special interest politics. While many theoretical models predict "quid pro quo"-like arrangements between politicians and interest groups (see, e.g., Baron 1989; Denzau and Munger 1986; Grossman and Helpman 2001) , actual evidence on such relationships has been inconclusive. In influential work, Wawro (2001) and Ansolabehere et al. (2003) demonstrate that the correlation between campaign contributions and roll-call votes either strongly diminishes or, in many cases, disappears upon controlling for legislator fixed effects. Based on their review of published findings, Ansolabehere et al. (2003, p. 125) argue that "rent-seeking donors lack the leverage to extract large private benefits from legislation." At the same time, there exists ample evidence that special interests allocate campaign contributions strategically (e.g., Barber 2016; Bertrand et al. 2018; Bombardini and Trebbi 2011; Fouirnaies and Hall 2018; Powell and Grimmer 2016) , creating a suspicion that they expect to receive something in return.
We add to this literature by demonstrating that members of Congress are more likely to adopt the position of special-interest donors when disasters distract the public. Although we cannot identify the causal effect of money on legislator behavior, we do provide evidence that informational frictions are important for electoral accountability and the extent to which the positions of special interests are reflected in policy.
We also contribute to the literature on the political economy of mass media (see DellaVigna and Gentzkow 2010; Prat and Strömberg 2013; and Strömberg 2015a ,b for reviews). Particularly relevant for us is prior work by Eisensee and Strömberg (2007) , Snyder and Strömberg (2010) , and Durante and Zhuravskaya (2018) .
1 Eisensee and Strömberg (2007) and Durante and Zhuravskaya (2018) both explore the connection between attention and actions of the executive branch. The former demonstrate that disaster relief by the U.S. government depends on whether the news is preoccupied with other, unrelated events. The latter show that the Israeli government schedules military attacks to coincide with times of predictably high news pressure in the U.S. and thus low levels of attention to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Snyder and Strömberg (2010) study the effect of voter information on electoral accountability. Relying on variation in the extent to which newspaper markets overlap with congressional districts, they establish that members of Congress vote less along party lines and are more likely to stand witness before congressional hearings when voters are better informed about their representatives due to more relevant reporting. In addition, by exploiting changes in market congruence introduced through redistricting, Snyder and Strömberg (2010) provide suggestive evidence "that selection effects are entirely responsible for the ideological moderation in roll-call voting, whereas incentive effects are entirely responsible for the increase in witness appearances" (Strömberg 2015a, p. 616) .
Going beyond prior work, we exploit the timing of natural disasters to identify moral hazard in roll-call votes, holding the media's effect on the selection of officeholders fixed. In a world of reduced scrutiny, special interests benefit because members of Congress systematically tilt their votes in favor of campaign donors. Our results, therefore, suggest that, even in the short-run, attention to politics is important because it disciplines politicians.
In independent, concurrent work, Balles et al. (2018) also explore the effect of disasters on legislators' alignment with special interests. Balles et al. (2018) rely on nearly the same set of data sources, and they estimate econometric models that are similar to the ones below. As a consequence, their headline result is virtually the same as ours. A noteworthy difference between both papers is that we actually measure news coverage of politics. We are, therefore, able to provide direct evidence in support of the claim that disasters crowd out relevant reporting. Further, our empirical strategy eschews man-made disasters as sources of identification. Including adverse events, such as terrorist attacks and mass shootings, might be problematic if interest groups themselves modify their positions in response to the incident-think, for instance, of the NRA and the push for gun control. A downside of excluding man-made disasters is that we are left with less statistical power.
Econometric Approach
Any test of the idea that legislators are more inclined to support the positions of specialinterest donors when their decisions are less likely to be scrutinized has to deal with two separate endogeneity issues. First, special interest groups tend to donate to like-minded politicians. Thus, even if lawmakers vote in line with interest group preferences, it is a priori unclear whether such a correlation reflects the impact of contributions on votes or vice versa. Second, news reporting may influence politicians' behavior, but it is also a function of voter interest, interest group power, and the actions of officeholders themselves. To overcome these potential biases, we pursue an empirical strategy that relies on natural disasters as a source of plausibly exogenous variation in how much attention the public pays to politics.
There are two key conditions for our approach to be informative about the connection between electoral accountability and lawmakers' alignment with special interests. (i) The timing of natural disasters must be independent of U.S. politics. (ii) Disasters must temporarily reduce scrutiny, for which our measure of news reporting must be a valid proxy. Although Snyder and Strömberg (2010) show that media coverage of politicians improves different dimensions of accountability, this is an assumption that we cannot directly test because legislators' true incentives are not observable.
We can, however, verify that natural disasters reduce politics coverage on the evening news. To this end, we follow an event-study approach and estimate {ϕ t } in the following econometric model:
where P oliticalN ews t corresponds our summary measure of politics coverage on day t, Disaster t is an indicator for the start date of a disaster, while κ m and θ d denote monthby-year and day-of-the-week fixed effects, respectively. By including these, our estimates are identified by the precise timing of disasters rather than, say, seasonal variation.
To be clear, crowd-out of politics coverage on the national evening news is by no means the only channel through which disasters may affect attention to politics. Disasters may also displace relevant reporting by other media, such as local newspapers and radio, and they may reduce discussions among citizens. We, therefore, think of politics reporting on the evening news as merely a proxy for attention and public scrutiny.
In order to provide evidence that natural disasters lead to a simultaneous increase in the tendency of legislators to support the positions of their special-interest donors, we estimate the reduced-form model
where SIV l,r,t is an indicator variable equal to one if and only if legislator l's vote on roll call r aligns with the position of the interest groups that gave the most money to her campaign. N etM oney l,r,t corresponds the monetary contributions from these groups minus any potential donations from organizations that took the opposite stand on the bill, and µ l denotes a legislator-by-congress fixed effect. All other symbols are as defined above.
Compared to other studies in the literature on special interest politics, the specification in equation (2) differs primarily by allowing for the correlation between campaign contributions and votes to vary depending on whether the bill in question was considered promptly before or after a natural disaster. As in previous work, the causal effect of interest group donations cannot be consistently identified if special interests are more likely to give to lawmakers who already share their views. That is, we cannot recover the true β if Cov(N etM oney, ε) = 0.
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For our purposes, however, the more important question is whether we can consistently identify {γ t }, the disaster-induced difference in the observed correlation. In the appendix, we prove that, as long as the occurrence of natural disasters is as good as random, the answer turns out to be "yes." That is, even if Cov(N etM oney, ε) = 0, as long as Disaster is independently distributed of the covariates as well as the error term, plimγ OLS = γ. As a consequence, we can test whether disasters cause members of Congress to side with their special-interest donors.
Note, it is not directly relevant whether campaign contributions buy votes or whether politicians change their behavior because weaker electoral constraints allow them to vote their own conscience, which happens to be aligned with the positions of special interests.
What matters is whether the distraction that follows disasters induces moral hazard in rollcall voting. This is the theoretical prediction of interest, and the one that we explore below.
Data and Descriptive Statistics
Implementing our empirical strategy requires information on (i) connections between politicians and special interests, (ii) the positions of special interest groups on particular pieces of legislation, (iii) legislators' votes on the same measures, (iv) the occurrence of natural disasters, and (v) media coverage of politics.
Information on (i)-(iii) comes from MapLight, a nonpartisan organization that strives to reveal money's influence on politics. MapLight draws on publicly available sources, like congressional testimony, news databases, and trade associations' websites, to compile lists of organizations and interest groups that either supported or opposed important pieces of federal legislation (i.e., bills or amendments that are not merely ceremonial). Using campaign contribution data provided by the Center for Responsive Politics, MapLight links an organization's position on a particular bill to its donations to individual congressmen as well as the relevant roll-call votes. Starting with the 109th Congress (2005) , MapLight publishes these data on its website.
Our empirical approach relies on the linked records for all 1,525 bills that (a) received a passage vote in the House of Representatives prior to October 2017, and (b) were supported or opposed by at least one interest group. We focus on final passage votes rather than votes on individual amendments because it is much rarer for interest groups to take an explicit, public stand on an amendment. Moreover, these votes are substantively important. Any bill requires a House vote on final passage before it can be signed into law-though many uncontroversial measures receive only voice votes, which are not recorded.
We say that a member of Congress votes with special interests whenever her roll-call vote coincides with the position of the interest groups that gave the most money to her campaign. Consider, for example, Patrick McHenry's (R, NC-10) choice on the recent "Reforming CFPB Indirect Auto Financing Guidance Act," which sought to weaken consumer protections in auto lending. According to MapLight, McHenry received a total $254,050 from organizations that supported the bill-mainly financial services and auto companiescompared to $1,000 from groups that opposed it. Since he voted in favor of passage, we classify him as having voted with special interests. We further, define the variable N etM oney as the absolute value of the difference in total contributions from groups on both sides of the issue, and we use it to proxy for the strength of a congressman's ties to special interests.
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Following Eisensee and Strömberg (2007) and Durante and Zhuravskaya (2018) , we obtain data on natural disasters from the Centre for Research on the Epidemiology of Disasters (CRED). CRED maintains the EM-DAT database, which collects core information on the occurrence and effects of both natural and man-made disasters. For an adverse event to be recorded as a disaster in EM-DAT, it must satisfy at least one of the following criteria: 10 or more people dead, 100 or more people affected, an officially declared state of emergency, or a call for international assistance. CRED assesses these criteria based on various sources, including UN agencies, non-governmental organizations, insurance companies, press agencies, as well as other research institutes.
Although EM-DAT contains data on adverse events worldwide, we limit our sample to natural disasters that occurred after 2005 and within the United States. There are two reasons for this restriction. First, our data on special interest groups' positions on bills starts only in 2005. Second, domestic disasters draw much more coverage by U.S. media and are, therefore, more likely to crowd out politics reporting than foreign ones. 4 We further restrict attention to sudden-onset disasters that fall into the top tercile of events in terms of either the number of deaths, people affected, or damages. This restriction is useful to filter out minor incidents that are unlikely to distract a significant part of the public as well as those for which the start date is too imprecisely defined to obtain sharp identification (i.e., epidemics, heat waves, or wildfires). All in all, we are left with 200 domestic disasters over a thirteen-year period.
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Again, following Eisensee and Strömberg (2007) and Durante and Zhuravskaya (2018) , we rely on the Vanderbilt Television News Archive (VTNA) for information on TV news broadcasts. VTNA collects and archives daily recordings of the regularly scheduled evening newscasts on ABC, CBS, NBC (starting in 1968), as well as one hour per day from CNN (since 1995) and Fox News (since 2004). For each day and network, the archive strives to make available a short, human-generated abstract of every story that aired, including its duration and order of appearance. In contrast to previous work, we cannot rely solely on keyword searches to classify content. Coverage of politics is complex and there are simply too many terms that may (or may not) be indicative of political content for this approach activities, however, are typically less strict, which makes campaign contributions one of the few proxies that are readily quantifiable (de Figueiredo and Richter 2014) . 4 In Appendix A, we show that including large foreign disasters yields qualitatively similar but weaker results (cf. Appendix Figure A .10 and Table A. 2). Interestingly, the effect of disasters on politics coverage on the evening news is almost solely due to domestic events. In other words, even large foreign disasters lead to negligible crowd-out of politics reporting, which may explain why legislators are less likely to react to them.
5 In Appendix A, we show that our main results remain qualitatively unchanged if we included all domestic natural disasters recorded in EM-DAT, although some of the estimates become smaller (cf. Appendix Figure  A .8).
to be promising. We, therefore, use state-of-the-art machine learning as an alternative to keyword and rules-based approaches. Specifically, we leverage the prowess of IBM Watson to classify each news story in VTNA based on the provided summary.
Watson uses natural language processing and neural nets, among other methods, to extract concepts, entities, and sentiment from unstructured text. It also categorizes the content of the text according to an enhanced version of the IAB Quality Assurance Guidelines Taxonomy (cf. Interactive Advertising Bureau 2013). This taxonomy defines contextual categories that were originally designed to accurately and consistently describe the content of, say, a website or video clip, in order to facilitate better-targeted advertisements and provide a foundation for ex post analysis, such as A/B testing. Critical for our purposes, Watson's taxonomy contains a category for content related to "law, government, and politics." We say that a particular story covers politics if Watson assigns a positive probability to the story belonging in either this high-level category or one of its subcategories, most of which are plausibly related to day-to-day politics, legislation, or other current issues that might be debated in Congress.
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With this classification of stories in hand, we measure politics coverage by network n on day t as the fraction of total airtime the newscast devoted to political matters. In symbols, P olitics n,t ≡ ( s∈Pn,t Duration s )/( s∈Sn,t Duration s ), where P n,t denotes the set of news segments that Watson classifies as containing political content and S n,t is the set of all segments, including commercials. According to this measure, on an average day, the median network contained in VTNA spends about 29.7 percent of airtime reporting about political issues, with considerable day-to-day swings in either direction.
In our context, there are at least two reasons one might be concerned about a simple measure like this. First, politics reporting by CNN and Fox News is different in both scale and content from that on the evening news of the "big three," which may make newscasts on the former networks less representative of the content to which most Americans are exposed. Second, in 2014 VTNA stopped producing human-generated summaries of stories from weekday newscasts on CBS, NBC, and Fox News. As a consequence, conclusions about politics reporting in 2014 and thereafter could be systematically skewed by idiosyncrasies of the remaining networks.
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We address these issues by restricting attention to newscasts on ABC, CBS, and NBC, and by statistically controlling for systematic differences across networks. Specifically, we estimate the following regression model
where P olitics n,t is our network-specific measure defined above, χ t is a fixed effect for day t, and ν n,d corresponds to a network-by-day-of-the-week fixed effect. The parameter of interest is χ t , which recovers the amount of politics coverage that one would expect to see after adjusting for network idiosyncrasies and day of the week patterns in coverage. We, therefore, rely onχ t as our summary measure of politics reporting on day t. To see thatχ t captures meaningful variation, consider Figure 1 . For illustrative purposes, we focus on 2012 and we scaleχ t so that it corresponds to the duration of politics reporting on a standard 30-minute newscast (thick line). We then superimpose the start date of natural disasters (dashed lines). Several patterns stand out. First, there is substantial high-frequency variation in politics coverage on the evening news, with some of the peaks occurring around the same time as significant political events, such as Election Day. Second, although we already restrict attention to nontrivial disasters, adverse events like floods, tornadoes, or hurricanes, are not particularly rare. Third, many of the disasters in our data coincide with temporary lows in politics reporting. For instance, landfall of Superstorm Sandy on October 29 coincided with politics coverage roughly 4.5 minutes, or about 50 percent, below normaleven though the presidential election was little more than a week away. Table 1 presents descriptive statistics for the most important remaining variables in our analysis. On average special interest groups that support a bill give a total of about $12 million to legislators, while those that oppose the measure contribute approximately $3.6 million. The lawmakers who receive these donations vote with their special-interest donors roughly 81% of the time. Of course, it is unclear whether this is because legislators were bought off or because special interests support like-minded politicians.
Disasters, News, and Roll-Call Votes
As explained above, our goal is to test the idea that a reduction in public scrutiny benefits special interest groups by inducing moral hazard in roll-call voting. We do not claim to identify the effect of campaign contribution on votes. In principle, a reduction in scrutiny may benefit special interests by increasing the effectiveness of their donations, or it may enable legislators to pursue their personal goals, which happen to be correlated with those of the groups that support them. Either mechanism is consistent with our argument and with the results in Figure 2 .
The upper panel of Figure 2 contains estimates of {ϕ t } in equation (1), i.e., the effect of natural disasters on politics coverage on the evening news. The lower two panels display estimates of {γ t } in equation (2), the impact of disasters on the correlation between specialinterest money and legislative votes. The bottom and middle panel differ in that the former excludes all legislators from states that were directly affected by the disaster.
Consistent with the idea that natural disasters cause the public to pay less attention to the political process, the evidence in Figure 2 shows that, on the day the disaster strikes, the news reduce politics reporting by slightly more than .15 standard deviations, or approximately 0.6 minutes. This effect lasts for about three days, after which coverage returns to normal.
Interestingly, there is no evidence to suggest that crowd-out of politics reporting occurs before the onset of the disaster. This is surprising because some events, like hurricanes or major storms, are often predictable a few days in advance, and newscasts tend to issue warnings. In fact, in Appendix A we show that the evening news does air more disasterrelated content in the days before the event. Taken together, the evidence suggests that natural disasters crowd out other content, such as celebrity news, before they affect stories about politics. In any case, what is essential for our argument is that the occurrence of a disaster temporarily reduces media coverage of politics.
Moreover, the reduction in coverage coincides with a change in the behavior of congressmen, regardless of whether their constituents were directly affected by the disaster. In particular, the estimates in the lower two panels of Figure 2 imply that, as a result of the event, lawmakers vote more in support of the position taken by their special-interest donors. This effect is statistically distinguishable from zero on the day of the disaster as well as the day after, when it begins to dissipate.
To put the point estimates into perspective, note that, in our data,β ≈ .020, whereaŝ γ 0 ≈ .035 andγ 1 ≈ .025. Thus, the correlation between money and votes more than doubles in the immediate aftermath of a disaster.
Given that natural disasters affect legislators' support for special interests irrespective of whether their constituents were actually affected, we can rule out that our findings are driven by the direct fallout from the event, i.e., loss of life or economic damages. Moreover, since the effect of disasters on votes disappears as soon as attention to politics returns to normal, we also dismiss any kind of long-term mechanisms, such as changes in beliefs or changes in fundraising strategies. In our view, the most plausible explanation for the patterns in Figure  2 is moral hazard.
Though we cannot observe the strength of legislators' true electoral concerns, it is worth noting that the overall effect of disasters on how much scrutiny is applied to individual members of the House is probably small. Natural disasters distract from politics for only so long, meaning that some constituents might still learn about their representative's behavior a few days after the fact. Furthermore, regardless of whether the public is watching contem-poraneously, legislators' roll-call votes become part of the congressional record and may be held against them during a potential reelection campaign. Our estimates thus suggest that legislators are quite responsive to temporary changes in incentives.
An inherent threat to our identification strategy is that natural disasters may not be entirely exogenous to the business of Congress. While year-by-month fixed effects deal with the concern that our findings are due to covariation in political cycles and seasonal patterns in, say, hurricanes or tornadoes, exogeneity could fail if a disaster induces last-minute changes in the content of a bill that is about to receive a passage vote.
In this context, it is important to distinguish between changes or amendments to bills that are caused by a reduction in scrutiny and are designed to please special interestsincluding the strategic rescheduling of sensitive votes-and more innocuous changes, which may nonetheless be correlated with the positions of large donors. The former mechanism is fully consistent with the idea that a temporary reduction in electoral accountability benefits interest groups; though it implies that the effect in Figure 2 may operate through actions of the leadership rather than the choices of rank-and-file members. The latter mechanism is not consistent with our argument, which is why we address it explicitly.
For last-minute changes to bias our estimates, it would have to be the case that the content of a bill is altered in a nonstrategic way that is directly related to the occurrence of a disaster and, at the same time, makes it better aligned with the positions of interest groups. Perhaps the most likely scenario is that an amendment providing disaster relief is getting attached to a measure that is already scheduled for a vote. Such an amendment would likely increase how palatable the overall package is to individual representatives; and, since most special-interest money is given in support of bills, it may lead to upward-biased estimates of {γ t }. We deal with this potential issue in four ways.
First, in Appendix A, we turn to congressional speech to explore whether legislators become more likely to discuss disasters and potential relief efforts. The answer is "no"-at least not in the immediate aftermath of the event (cf. Appendix Figure A. 
4).
Second, we ask whether the House is more likely to vote on amendments around the time a disaster strikes. Again, the answer is "no" (cf. Appendix Figure A .5).
Third, we re-estimate the model in equation (2), excluding all bills whose title or description by the Congressional Research Service indicates that they may, in some way, be related to an emergency or disaster.
8 Our results are qualitatively and quantitatively robust to discarding these measures (cf. Appendix Figure A .11).
Fourth, we assess whether disasters directly affect support for bills by estimating the following econometric model:
Here, Y ea l,r,t is an indicator equal to one if and only if legislator l votes "yea" on rollcall r, while M oney
l,r,t and M oney
l,r,t denote the contributions she received from interest groups that support and oppose the bill, respectively. To increase statistical power, we let Disaster (01) t be an indicator for whether the roll call occurred within a day after a disaster. If the effect of disasters on votes operates through relief amendments, then we would expect thatδ > 0, whileγ (+) =γ (−) = 0. If, however, the effect operates through a temporary reduction in accountability, then we should see thatγ
representatives should bifurcate, depending on which side of the issue their donors stand. Table 2 presents results from estimating variants of equation (4) on our data. Three of four estimates of δ have the "wrong" sign, and none are statistically distinguishable from zero. By contrast, all of the estimates forγ (+) andγ (−) imply bifurcation. The evidence in Table   2 , therefore, suggests that passage of a bill does not become intrinsically more desirable. Instead, disasters cause congressmen to pivot towards their respective donors.
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Even if we accept the assumption that the precise timing of natural disasters is exogenous to the political process, it is plausible that our results are driven by the strategic scheduling of politically sensitive roll calls, i.e., by agenda setting as opposed to moral hazard. Indeed, the negative (but statistically insignificant) estimate for γ on day t = −1 may suggest that votes on sensitive bills are strategically delayed. In order to directly test for anticipation and rescheduling effects, we ask two related questions. (i) Does the House use disasters as an opportunity to pass legislation? If so, we would expect a flurry of activity around the time of the event.
(ii) Are bills that are considered around the time a disaster strikes associated with a larger number of position-taking interest groups or with more special-interest money (as one might expect if the leadership strategically timed politically sensitive votes)? Figure 3 shows that neither of these hypotheses is supported by the data. Specifically, none of the outcomes we study exhibit a sharp "on impact" effect akin to that in Figure 2 . Moreover, roll calls held within a couple days after the disaster are not associated with more special interest groups taking a stand, and there appears to be no effect of disasters on the average amount of money given by interest groups. In Appendix A, we provide additional evidence suggesting that the House considers about the same number of amendments but holds fewer procedural votes when a disaster strikes. It also does not appear to be the case that the leadership attempts to accelerate the legislative process by suspending the rules (cf. Appendix Figures A.5-A.7) . In sum, we find no evidence of either a flurry of activity or an "on impact" effect on the political delicacy of bills that receive a vote.
Conclusion
Principal-agent models in political economy predict that politicians are more likely to act in the best interest of their constituents when the latter are better informed about the former's actions (see, e.g., Ashworth, 2012) . Extant empirical work supports this idea by showing that newspaper coverage of politicians increases different proxies of accountability (Snyder and Strömberg, 2010) . We build on these insights in order to provide novel evidence on short-term information frictions and moral hazard in Congress.
Our results show that, when a disaster occurs, the evening news scales back coverage of politics for about three days. While we measure coverage only on the national level, it is plausible that politics reporting on the evening news proxies for attention to politics more generally. Any reduction in coverage of politics on the "big three" networks is likely accompanied by a reduction in relevant reporting in local newspapers, coverage of individual legislators, and conversations about current affairs. Though all roll-call votes become public record and can be held against legislators running for re-election, votes in the aftermath of a disaster are associated with less media attention in the short-run and, thus, conceivably altered incentives-especially if politicians receive disutility from negative press, if voters are subject to information-processing constraints, or if they are more likely to believe media reports about contemporaneous wrongdoing than allegations by a rival campaign. Members of Congress react to the temporary reduction in scrutiny by becoming significantly more likely to support the positions of their special-interest donors on important pieces of legislation. Taken together, our findings imply that special interest groups benefit when the public is not watching. More broadly, our results suggest that media coverage and attention to politics improve accountability by disciplining politicians. 
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Figure 3: Strategic Rescheduling of Roll Calls?
Notes: The upper panel shows point estimates and 95%-confidence intervals for the impact of natural disasters on the total number of passage votes conducted in the House on a particular day. The middle panel considers the number interest groups taking a stand on any of the bills considered that day, while the lower panel displays the estimated effect on the total amount that a special interest group gives to all legislators voting on that day. All estimates are based on the regression model in equation (1) (4) by OLS. Interest groups donations have been scaled so that the respective coefficient refers to the change in the probability of voting "yea" associated with an additional $100,000. "Immediate Aftermath of Disaster" is an indicator equal to one if and only if the roll call occurs within a day after the reported onset of the disaster. Standard errors are reported in parentheses and are two-way clustered by legislator and year-month. ***, **, * denote statistical significance at the 1%, 5%, and 10% levels, respectively. For a detailed description of the underlying data, see the Data Appendix. In this appendix, we present several ancillary results and robustness checks. In Appendix Figure   A .1, we show that the evening news starts to report about disasters a few days before the onset of the event, as mentioned in the main text. The measure of disaster reporting that underlies the results in this figure is constructed in the same way as our measure of politics reporting. That is, we use IBM Watson to identify news stories about natural disasters, calculate the fraction of airtime each news show devotes to such stories on a particular day, and then adjust this measure for the imbalanced nature of our panel using the regression model in equation (3) in the main text. The evidence in Figure A .1 also suggests that within five days after the event, news reporting about disasters returns to normal.
Appendix Figures A.2 and A. 3 present the outcome of randomization inference for the effect of disasters on politics coverage and voting with special interests, respectively. More specifically, we create 10,000 surrogate data sets by randomly reshuffling the start dates of the disasters in our data. We then estimate the regression models in equations (1) and (2) Figure A .4, we rely on the data of Gentzkow et al. (2018) to study congressional speech. Restricting attention to the 109th-114th
Congresses (i.e., the period covered by the data used in the main text), we process all speech in the House of Representatives by first removing stop words and then counting (i) all remaining words spoken on a particular day as well as (ii) the number of words that are plausibly related to natural disasters. Specifically, our keyword search for disaster-related words includes the following terms: "disaster," "emergency," "relief," "help," "rebuild," "assistance," "victim," "storm," "hurricane," "tornado," "flood," "landslide," "earthquake," or "volcano." We then estimate the regression model in equation (1) using these simple measures of speech as outcomes. Figure A .4 shows that congressmen speak about as much as usual shortly before and after disasters. In other words, there does not appear to be an impact of disasters on the overall volume of speech in the House. The lower panel shows that there is also no effect on speech related to disasters, at least not immediately after the event. Thus, judging by what congressmen say on the floor, it does not appear to be the case that the House considers disaster relief bills immediately before or after the event. Unlike Figures 1 and 2 , we find no "on impact" effect on congressional speech. Figure A .5 demonstrates that there is a small negative effect on the total number of roll-call votes on the day after the disaster. The middle panel examines the number of votes on amendments. None of the estimates pertaining to amendments are statistically distinguishable from zero, though they are negative shortly after the event. A qualitatively similar picture emerges for "other" roll-call votes, i.e., votes that are neither on final passage nor amendments. In short, we find that there is no flurry of activity in the House around the time a disaster strikes.
The upper panel in
The upper panel in Appendix
Appendix Figure A .6 further shows that, if anything, disasters cause the House to consider fewer bills on which special-interest groups took a stand. Again, this effect is relatively small and shortlived. In addition, we show in Figure A. 7 that there appears to be no effect of disasters on the number of roll calls to suspend the rules or on the number of votes under suspended rules. If the leadership was, in fact, trying to advance politically sensitive legislation while a disaster distracts the public, one might expect them to speed up the process by temporarily doing away with cumbersome rules and requirements. This is not the case.
Broadly summarizing, we find no evidence that disasters cause the House to expedite legislation that is important to special interests. If anything, legislative productivity seems to decline a little.
Appendix Figure A .8 replicates our main result in Figure 2 but considers all domestic natural disasters in the EM-DAT dataset (instead of only large sudden-onset events). The results are qualitatively very similar to those reported in the main text, though some of the point estimates are smaller and, as a result, only marginally statistically significant. The latter observation is consistent with the idea that only large disasters cause the public to pay less attention to politics.
Appendix Figure A .9 demonstrates that our finding of disaster-induced crowd-out of politics reporting is not sensitive to foregoing the regression adjustment in equation (3). More specifically, the figure shows the impact of natural disasters on coverage of politics, measured as P olitics n,t ≡ ( s∈Pn,t Duration s )/( s∈Sn,t Duration s ) on the median of the "big three" networks rather than
In addition, we show in Appendix Figure A .1 that our finding of an impact of disasters on politics coverage is robust to using alternative regression specifications. It is also robust to simply replacing the outcome with the raw duration of politics reporting on any of the networks covered by VTNA on a particular day.
Appendix Figure A .10 and Table A.2 present evidence using large domestic and foreign natural disasters as sources of exogenous variation. For this set of results, we continue to define large domestic disasters as in the main text, but we add the 178 foreign disasters that fall into the top-1% in terms of either the number of deaths, total number of people affected, or total damages. We restrict attention to the most adverse of events abroad because these are a priori the most likely ones to be covered by the American media. While the coefficients in Figure A .10 and Table A.1 exhibit patterns that are qualitatively similar to those in the main text, adding foreign disasters reduces the point estimates and renders many, but not all, of them statistically insignificant. In fact, replicating our results on news crowd-out and moral hazard in legislative voting by focusing exclusively on foreign disasters shows no effect on either outcome. This suggests that politicians react only to domestic disasters because only these events distract the public sufficiently much.
In Appendix Figure A .11, we replicate our findings in the lower panel of Figure 2 , excluding all bills whose description by the Congressional Research Service suggests that they may be related to disaster relief. Specifically, as explained in footnote 8, we exclude all bills with a description containing at least one of the following terms: "disaster," "emergency," "relief," "help," "rebuild," "assistance," "victim," "storm," "hurricane," "tornado," "flood," "landslide," "earthquake," or "volcano." If anything, the results in Figure A .11 suggest that excluding these bills strengthens our main result.
Appendix Figure A .12 replicates our finding of disaster-induced moral hazard in congressional roll-call votes, i.e., the lower panel in Figure 2 , using top-coded donations. This robustness check is useful because the distribution of interest group contributions is heavily right-skewed and top-coding total donations at $500,000 reduces the influence of outliers. Reassuringly, top-coding donations strengthens rather than weakens our findings.
Lastly, Appendix Figure A .13 provides an additional robustness check by controlling for disasterspecific fixed effects. That is, we exploit even more-granular identification by adding a fixed effect for each +/− 10-day window around every disaster to the regression model in equation (2). 1 Again, the results are qualitatively and quantitatively similar to their counterparts in the main text.
Appendix B: Identification of {γ t }
In the main text, we claim that {γ t } in equation (2) can be consistently identified as long as the occurrence of natural disasters is as good as random-even if interest group donations are correlated with the error term. Here, we modify a similar proof in Spenkuch (2012) to provide a formal econometric argument in support of this claim.
To see why {γ t } is well-identified consider the following simplified data generating process: 2 (B.1) SIV l,r,t = α + βN etM oney l,r,t + γN etM oney l,r,t × Disaster t + ε l,r,t .
Proposition: Consider the data generating process in equation (B.1) and suppose that Disaster t is independently distributed of other all covariates as well as the error term. Provided the usual full-rank condition is satisfied, the OLS estimate of γ is well identified. That is, plimγ = γ, even if Cov (N etM oney l,r,t , ε l,r,t ) = 0.
Proof: By the Firsch-Waugh Theorem (Frisch and Waugh 1933) ,
Var N etM oney l,r,t Disaster t , where N etM oney l,r,t Disaster t denotes the residual from projecting N etM oney l,r,t Disaster t on the vector [1 N etM oney l,r,t ]. It, therefore, suffices to show that Cov N etM oney l,r,t Disaster t , ε l,r,t = 0.
From the definition of N etM oney l,r,t Disaster t and using the Frisch-Waugh Theorem again, we obtain:
Cov N etM oney l,r,t Disaster t , ε l,r,t = Var N etM oney l,r,t   E (N etM oney l,r,t ε l,r,t ) , since Disaster t is independent of (N etM oney l,r,t , ε l,r,t ) and E (ε l,r,t ) = 0.
Given that N etM oney l,r,t corresponds simply to the deviation of N etM oney l,r,t from its mean, This shows that Cov N etM oney l,r,t Disaster t , ε l,r,t = 0, as desired.
Q.E.D.
Appendix C: Data Appendix
This appendix provides a self-contained description of all data used in the paper, as well as precise definitions together with the sources of the most important variables.
C.1. MapLight
As explained in the main text, information on connections between politicians and special interests, the positions of special interest groups on particular pieces of legislation, and congressmen's votes on the same measures comes from MapLight. MapLight is a nonpartisan, 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization whose goal it is to "reveal the influence of money in politics, inform and empower voters, and advance reforms that promote a more responsive democracy."
MapLight staff scour publicly available sources, like congressional testimony, news databases, and contributions from both supporting and opposing interesting groups, then SIV is coded as missing.
Vote "Yea" is an indicator variable equal to one if and only if a particular congressman votes in favor of passing the bill in question. If a lawmaker did not cast either a "yea"-or "nay"-vote, then this variable is coded as missing.
Net Money corresponds to the absolute value of the difference in total contributions from interest groups supporting and opposing the bill.
Money from Opposed Interest Groups corresponds to the total amount that all interest groups which opposed the bill in question contributed to a particular legislator's campaign, as reported by
MapLight.
Money from Supporting Interest Groups corresponds to the total amount that all interest groups which supported the bill in question contributed to a particular legislator's campaign, as reported by MapLight.
Number of Opposed SIGs corresponds to the number of special interest groups which opposed the bill in question, as reported by MapLight.
Number of Supporting SIGs corresponds to the number of special interest groups which supported the bill in question, as reported by MapLight.
Total Contributions from of Opp. Groups corresponds to the total of campaign contributions that were made to all members of the House by special interest groups which opposed the bill in question, as reported by MapLight.
Total Contributions from of Supp. Groups corresponds to the total of campaign contributions that were made to all members of the House by special interest groups which supported the bill in question, as reported by MapLight.
C.2. EM-DAT
Data on natural disasters come from the Centre for Research on the Epidemiology of Disasters (CRED) at the Universit Catholique de Louvain, which maintains the Emergency Events Database (EM-DAT). EM-DAT contains core information on the occurrence and effects of over 22,000 natural and man-made disasters worldwide. According to the CRED website "the main objective of the database is to serve the purposes of humanitarian action at national and international levels.
The initiative aims to rationalize decision making for disaster preparedness, as well as provide an objective base for vulnerability assessment and priority setting."
For an adverse event to be recorded as a disaster in EM-DAT it must satisfy at least one of the following criteria: 10 or more people dead, 100 or more people affected, an officially declared state of emergency, or a call for international assistance. CRED staff assess these criteria based on various sources, including UN agencies, non-governmental organizations, insurance companies, press agencies, as well as other research institutes.
For our main analysis, we restrict attention to natural disasters that occurred within the United
States. In Appendix A, we show that our results are qualitatively similar but weaker when we also include large foreign disasters. We further restrict attention to sudden-onset disasters that fall into the top tercile of adverse events in terms of either deaths, number of people affected, or damages.
The latter restriction is intended to filter out relatively minor incidents that are unlikely to crowd out media attention, while the former one ensures that we only work with disasters for which the start date is precisely enough defined to obtain sharp identification. In practice, this means that we exclude epidemics, heat waves, and wildfires from our main analysis. Again, we show in Appendix A that our findings remain qualitatively unchanged if we included all domestic disasters recorded in EM-DAT. After imposing these sample restrictions, we are left with 200 large domestic disasters that occurred between 2005 and the end of 2017.
In our regression models, we rely on the following variables:
Disaster is an indicator variable that is equal to one on the very first day an adverse event occurs and zero otherwise. In other words, Disaster marks the onset of a natural disaster.
Disaster (01) is an indicator variable that is equal to one on the first and second day an adverse event occurs and zero otherwise.
C.3. Vanderbilt Television News Archive
Information on the content of TV news broadcasts comes from the Vanderbilt Television News Archive (VTNA). Starting in 1968, VTNA collects and archives daily recordings of the regularly scheduled evening news programs on ABC, CBS, and NBC. In 1995, coverage was expanded to include approximately one hour per day from CNN, and, in 2004, to also include Fox News. Originally, VTNA attempted to provide a short, human-generated summary of every story that aired, information on its duration, as well as its order of appearance. Unfortunately, in 2014 VTNA stopped producing human-generated summaries of stories from weekday newscasts on CBS, NBC, and Fox
News. In private communication, representatives from VTNA indicated that they scaled down on human-generated content in order to experiment with automated techniques, which have not been as successful as they had hoped.
As explained in the main text, we use state-of-the-art machine learning as implemented by IBM Watson to classify each news story in VTNA based on the provided summary. 3 In particular,
Watson categorizes the content of unstructured text according to an enhanced version of the IAB Quality Assurance Guidelines Taxonomy (cf. Interactive Advertising Bureau 2013), which defines contextual categories that were originally designed to consistently describe web content in order to facilitate more relevant advertising and allow for ex post analysis.
Watson's taxonomy contains a category for content related to "law, government, and politics."
We say that a particular story covers politics if Watson assigns a positive probability to the story belonging in either this high-level category or one of its subcategories, most of which are plausibly related to day-to-day politics, legislation, or other current issues that might be debated in Congress.
We then measure politics coverage by network n on day t as the the fraction of total airtime the newscast devoted to political matters. In symbols,
where P n,t denotes the set of news segments that Watson classifies as containing political content and S n,t is the set of all segments that aired on that network's evening newscast on the same day, including commercials.
Since politics reporting by CNN and Fox News is different in both scale and content from that on the evening news of the "big three," we restrict attention to newscasts on ABC, CBS, and NBC. We further account for the imbalanced nature of our panel measure of politics reporting by statistically controlling for systematic differences across networks. Specifically, we estimate the following regression model
where P olitics n,t is the quantity defined above, χ t is a fixed effect for day t, and ν n,d corresponds to a network-by-day-of-the-week fixed effect.
Our main analysis relies onχ t as a summary measure of politics reporting on day t. In Appendix A, we show that our findings are qualitatively and quantitatively similar if we instead use P olitics n,t on the median network contained in the VTNA data for a particular day.
Political News corresponds toχ for the same day, estimated based on the specification above. We use their data on full-text speeches in the House and the accompanying metadata for the 109th-114th Congresses. These restrictions are imposed to ensure that the setting for our analysis of congressional speech corresponds as closely as possible to the setting of our main analysis. We further process the full text of speeches by removing common stop words, such as "a," "about,"
"between," "because," etc., and by counting (i) the total number of remaining words spoken on a particular day, as well as (ii) the number of words that are plausibly related to natural disasters.
To identify the latter we conduct a simple keyword search for the following terms: "disaster,"
"emergency," "relief," "help," "rebuild," "assistance," "victim," "storm," "hurricane," "tornado,"
"flood," "landslide," "earthquake," or "volcano." These daily counts then serve as outcome variables in Appendix A.
More specifically, we define the following variables:
Total Words corresponds to number of words (which are not stop words) that were spoken on the House floor on a particular day, as captured by the Congressional Record.
Disaster-Related Words corresponds to number of times one of the following terms is spoken on the House floor (according to the Congressional Record) on a particular day: "disaster," "emergency,"
"relief," "help," "rebuild," "assistance," "victim," "storm," "hurricane," "tornado," "flood," "landslide," "earthquake," or "volcano."
C.4.2. Number of Votes & Types
Data on the type of a roll-call vote come from the PIPC House Roll Call Database (Crespin and Rhode 2018). Coverage of PIPC begins with the 83rd Congress. Among other information, these data contain a variable classifying each roll call as one of 59 mutually exclusive types, such "quorum call," "final passage / adoption of a bill," "final passage / adoption of conference report," "passage / adoption of a bill under suspension of the rules," "passage / adoption of a joint resolution under suspension of the rules," "straight amendments," "amendments to amendments," "motion to discharge," "motion to reconsider," etc. Roll calls from the 83rd to 100th Congresses were manually assigned to one of these categories. Starting with the 101st Congress, PIPC began using a supervised machine-learning model to assign types based on the roll call-specific description and other information provided on the Clerk of the House's website. In training this model, the handcoded votes from priors years served as examples.
We restrict attention to House votes during the 109th-115th Congresses and rely on the classification in the PIPC database in conjunction with ancillary information from Lewis et al.'s (2018) voteview.com to count the total number of roll calls of particular type that were held on a given day. Since our categories are broader than those in the PIPC database, we aggregate over related types.
Specifically, we define the following variables:
Total Votes corresponds to the number of all roll call votes in the House that were held on a particular day.
Total Passage Votes corresponds to number of all House roll-call votes on passage held on a particular day, i.e., all roll calls assigned type codes 11-19 or 30 in the PIPC data.
Total Amendment Votes corresponds to number of all House roll-call votes pertaining to amendments that were held on a particular, day, i.e., all roll calls assigned type codes 21-29 in the PIPC data.
Total Other Votes corresponds to the number of roll calls in the House on a particular day that were neither related to passage nor to amendments.
Votes On/Under Suspended Rules corresponds to number of all House roll-calls that were held on a particular day either on the question of suspending the rules or under suspended rules. In the PIPC data, the roll calls are identified by one of the following type codes: 15-19, 29, 33, and 68.
Money from Supporting Interest Groups (β 
